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On March 21, after a 13-day standoff, the armed takeover of Nicaragua's embassy in San Jose finally
ended (for previous coverage see CAU 03/12/93). Following several days of tense negotiations,
the five assailants armed with assault rifles, grenades, and explosives released the last of their 25
hostages. The group received US$250,000 in ransom and safe passage out of the country. In the
end, the deal which brought the embassy siege to a close raised as many questions as it answered.
According to Nicaraguan Interior Minister Alfredo Mendieta, who led negotiations with the
attackers, the administration of President Violeta Chamorro ceded little in exchange for an end
to the embassy siege. None of the assailants' political demands were met, such as dismissal of
Presidency Minister Antonio Lacayo and army chief Gen. Humberto Ortega. Instead, Mendieta
signed a five-point document, informally "committing" Managua to follow through on some of the
kidnappers' demands. The government also promised to release four suspects arrested on March
10, minutes after they staged an occupation of the Managua offices of Radio Mundial, where they
broadcast a message of support for the embassy takeover. In fact, the government per se did not
pay the ransom demanded by the assailants. Rather, the US$250,000 was put up by the family of
one of the hostages, Nicaraguan Ambassador to Costa Rica Alfonso Robelo. The group had initially
demanded US$6 million ransom. The assailants' demand for safe passage out of the country was
granted, but only partially. The group initially sought passage to the US, but US authorities rejected
that possibility. During negotiations, Venezuela was also mentioned as an alternative destination,
but in the end, the group was divided, with three members taken by helicopter to an undisclosed
location "in the mountains of southern Nicaragua," where they allegedly rejoined rebel colleagues.
The other two group leader Jose Urbina Lara and Guillermo Oporto Reyes were flown to the
Dominican Republic. The motives which lay behind the incident are also the subject of widespread
speculation. Urbina, a former contra rebel, said the raid was aimed at pressuring Chamorro to
modify her policy of "co-government" with the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN).
According to Mendieta, the five were merely hired guns seeking to extort money from the Robelo
family. Mendieta insisted that during the negotiations, Urbina's primary concern was the ransom
payment, not the political demands. Irrespective of the assailants' real intentions, the embassy
takeover clearly damaged the Chamorro administration's reputation internationally, particularly
its policy of national reconciliation. The incident also damaged bilateral relations with Costa Rica,
since the two governments exchanged mutual accusations throughout the 13- day occupation
regarding responsibility for the siege. Meanwhile, the governments in both San Jose and Managua
have indicated they might now attempt to seek Urbina's extradition from the Dominican Republic
in order to try him on kidnapping and extortion charges. (Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de
Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, Agence France-Presse, Reuter, 03/21/93, 03/22/93)
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